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EDITORIAL PERSPECTIVE

Editorial Perspective

I am honored to serve as the Interim Executive Editor of the Journal of Professional
Counseling: Practice, Theory, and Research (JPC) and to offer this first journal under
my editorship. While I am, indeed, the Interim Executive Editor and my name appears
in the Editor Information column, much of the work of this issue was completed by
Dr. Richard S. Balkin before he left the position of Executive Editor. Beginning
July 1, 2012, Dr. Balkin will assume the role of Incoming Editor of the Journal of
Counseling and Development, and will become Editor of that journal on July 1, 2013.
In addition, he serves as the Editor of Measurement and Evaluation in Counseling and
Development and has done so since July 1, 2011. While he will be missed as Executive
Editor of the Journal of Professional Counseling: Practice, Theory, and Research, he
continues to be a willing and capable consultant, to me and to the JPC. I appreciate his
advice, assistance, and availability.
I encourage both practitioners and educators to continue to submit the varied and
interesting manuscripts that have allowed the JPC to attain its current status as a
national journal. Both research-based and conceptual manuscripts are welcome, especially those that particularly focus on issues of interest to the practice of counseling. The
ability to share research and conceptual information that is meaningful to those who
practice as well as to those who teach is critical to the continuing development of the
field. It is part of what defines us as professionals who are invested in expanding our
knowledge and skills.
Marvarene Oliver, Ed.D., LPC-S, LMFT
Interim Executive Editor, Journal of Professional Counseling: Practice, Theory, and
Research
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A Narrative Approach to Terminating Therapy
A. Stephen Lenz, Manual X Zamarripa, and Stephanie Fuentes
Texas A&M University- Corpus Christi

ncreasing the diversity of strategies for facilitating meaningful termination of

I

therapy may be useful to practitioners in a number of settings including those conducting group guidance in the schools and meeting with clients in a private practice

or community agencies. We present definitional ceremonies as one such strategy.
Following a brief overview of this narrative therapy practice, the authors present a fivestage model for implementing this approach to termination of therapy. This process is
illustrated using the case example of Trisha to highlight process, contextual, and multicultural considerations. Considerations for practitioners and research are provided.
Counselors may begin more therapeutic relationships than they mutually terminate. One
recent investigation reviewing client records (N=22,122) estimated that only 40% of therapy
endings are planned (Connell, Grant, & Mullen, 2006). Despite requirements for counselors
to implement responsible and reasonable termination efforts by regulating bodies such as the
American Counseling Association (ACA, 2005) and the American Association for Marriage
and Family Therapists (AAMFT, 2001), this trend has persisted. Several researchers have made
efforts to identify client and counselor variables that influence this trend across several therapeutic settings (Lampropoulos, Schneider, & Spangler, 2009; Renk & Dinger, 2002; Roe, Dekel,
Harel, & Fenning, 2006; Venable & Thompson, 1998); however, attention to enhancing

Authors Note:
A. Stephen Lenz, PhD. is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Counseling,
Educational Psychology and Research at the University of Memphis. Manual X. Zamarripa is an
Assistant Professor and Stephanie Fuentes is a graduate student in the Department of Counseling
and Educational Psychology at Texas A&M University- Corpus Christi. Correspondence
regarding this article should be forwarded to A. Stephen Lenz, The University of Memphis, Ball
Hall, Room 100, Memphis, TN 38152, aslenz@memphis.edu.
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termination practices is scant in the profes-

the strategy for termination illustrated here.

sional literature.

A review of conference

Furthermore, the approach presented was

programs for ACA and the Association for

implemented with clients of diverse ethnic

Counselor Education and Supervision in the

backgrounds presenting with an array of

past five years also corroborates a need for

issues. We believe that implementing a defini-

more discussion about issues and innovative

tional ceremony synonymous with narrative

strategies related to promoting meaningful

therapy (Speedy, 2004; White, 2007) does not

termination practices.

require practitioners to reinvent themselves.

For many clients, the experience of

However, readers may benefit from some

parting with the therapeutic atmosphere in

knowledge regarding basic concepts including

which they are acknowledged, accepted, and

externalizing problems, identifying unique

validated unconditionally while mitigating life

outcomes, and facilitating re-membering con-

circumstances can range from hopeful to

versations.

anxiety provoking. Many (2009) suggested
that termination of counseling may provide a

Definitional Ceremonies in Narrative Practice

model of change for a client that embraces loss

The practice of utilizing definitional cere-

of an important relationship as a part of

monies as described by narrative therapists

healthy growth. From a narrative therapy

such as Speedy (2004) and White (2003,

perspective (Speedy, 2004; White, 2007), ter-

2007) provides a unique framework to facili-

mination may provide a venue for clients and

tate meaningful closure to the therapeutic rela-

the important people in their lives to agree

tionship. The term definitional ceremony was

upon, re-grade, and acknowledge develop-

borrowed by Michael White from the work of

ment made in counseling.

anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff (1986),

A number of examples were provided

who suggested that when individuals tell their

noting the fit between narrative practices and

stories amongst others, a process occurs that

other therapeutic orientations such as

authenticates views about their lives, experi-

rational-emotive behavior, solution-focused,

ences, and identities. Initially incorporated as

cognitive-behavioral and systemic family

a form of celebration to mark a significant

therapies (Dallos, 2004; Guterman & Rudes,

point in counseling, definitional ceremonies

2005; Hansen, 2002). Therefore, one impli-

have since been utilized by narrative therapists

cation is that practitioners from many

for a number of purposes including honoring

different backgrounds may enhance their pro-

and reconnecting with loved ones who have

fessional services and fidelity by implementing

died (Bermúdez & Bermúdez, 2002; Hedtke,

3
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2003), helping clients with a minority heritage

knowledge and reality exist only through

integrate into their communities (Bitter,

interaction in a social and cultural context (see

Robertson, Roig, & Disqueact, 2004),

Kukla, 2000) this model relies on the recruit-

assisting therapists in clarifying personal

ment, preparation, and participation of mean-

values (Sax, 2006), utilizing cultural values as

ingful persons engaging in a dialogue about

a foundation for the construction ceremonies

client experiences followed by reflections from

(Bermúdez & Bermúdez, 2000), and con-

their audience. These discussions and reflec-

tributing to counselor development (Marsten

tions can provide a powerful opportunity to

& Howard, 2006; Sax, 2006). Most often,

focus on client change, witness it, and

the effectiveness of definitional ceremonies are

establish it through the authenticating of client

accounted for through single-subject case

claims about their identity (Anderson, 2003).

studies, and qualitative inquiries that illustrate

The model for definitional ceremonies

the subjective and flexible nature of this

adapted by White (2003, 2007) included the

approach (Sax, 2006; Speedy, 2004).

process of multi-layered telling and retellings

In addition to these meaningful applica-

of the client’s story in a socially and culturally

tions, we propose that definitional ceremonies

representative forum. This environment is

can also be utilized during the termination

established by recruiting relevant and reliable

phase of treatment by allowing clients to

witnesses for the process that can contribute

publicly tell important others about the devel-

to meaningful reflection and discussion of the

opments of their identity, such as the changes

client’s experiences.

in values, passions, and readiness to accept

with the client telling others about their life

new responsibilities, in a forum that promotes

story, which includes the poignant develop-

validation. Meyersoff (1986) suggested that

ments associated with therapy. Following,

these ceremonies “are strategies that provide

witnesses are invited to participate via the

opportunities for being seen and in one’s own

retelling of the client’s story and highlighting

terms, garnering witnesses to one’s worth,

aspects that were meaningful to them. After

vitality, and being” (p. 267). Subsequently,

this second exchange, the client then responds

White (2007) provided a model for these

to this retelling of their story provided by

“rituals that acknowledge and re-grade

witnesses by highlighting perspectives were

people’s lives, in contrast to many rituals of

meaningful or that created new insights. In

contemporary culture that judge and degrade

relation to termination of therapy, these

people’s lives” (p. 165). Consistent with the

exchanges can continue until a consensus has

social

been reached between client and group

constructivist

perspective

that

The discussion begins
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members; until a subjective truth has been

asked to acknowledge any occurrence of how

fostered about the changes experienced by the

listening to the client's story provided an expe-

client, what is hoped for following termina-

rience that transported them emotionally,

tion, and what meaning is associated these

thoughtfully, or existentially.
We have found it both practical and com-

developments.
Although White suggested that outsider

prehensive to implement definitional cere-

witnesses (people who are not part of the

monies using a stage approach developed

client’s life) with a similar background are

from our work with clients. Through imple-

helpful as group members (2003, 2007), we

mentation of this five-stage model for defini-

typically utilize client selected insider

tional ceremonies when terminating the coun-

witnesses (people who are part of the client’s

seling relationship and attending to client and

life) to avoid delaying the ceremony or infring-

witness experiences of expression, image,

ing on confidentiality rights, similar to the

personal resonance, and transport, counselors

approach illustrated by Speedy (2004). These

can encourage re-valuing of the client’s stories

insider witnesses are generally individuals

of transformation when terminating therapy.

who have been involved with clients during

The five stages of initiation, preparation, par-

treatment who can speak to the transforma-

ticipation, emancipation, and commemora-

tions noted during therapy and whom the

tion we propose here can provide a new

client has identified as meaningful contribu-

practical tool for creating powerful scenes

tors to their socially constructed idea of self.

using

Counselors prepare the witnesses for the

Following a description of our process, we

ceremony by describing four categories of

will illustrate the application of this strategy

inquiry which they will be prompted to

using the case example of Trisha.

a

narrative

therapy

approach.

discuss. After the client tells their story, the
expressions of language, sentiment, or mood

Stage Approach for Using Definitional
Ceremonies when Terminating Therapy

they were most drawn to.

Initiation

witnesses are first asked to describe what
Next, witnesses

are asked to share any images, metaphors, or

Whether the conclusion of therapy is

allegories that emerged while listening to the

approaching due to meeting treatment objec-

client’s story. Following, the witnesses are

tives, relocation, life transition, an ending

asked about any aspect of the story that

internship, or some other reason, we maintain

resonates with their personal experiences

that the reciprocal gift of a positive conclusion

which may contribute. Finally, witnesses are

to meaningful relationships begins with

5
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intentionality.

Therefore, a mutual under-

therapy and are meaningful to them in some

standing of the terms of therapy termination is

way. Counselors also educate clients about

a requisite component for educating clients

how the insider witnesses will be invited to

and families about definitional ceremonies.

participate in their ceremony by identifying

When providing the client information about

impressions of the client’s journey, discussing

the possibilities of their personal ceremony, we

perceptions of noteworthy moments in their

have attempted to match the client’s language,

story, and noting how they have been moved

background, values, and experiences to the

by these experiences.

proposal in a way that creates zest and a sense

setting, insider witnesses have most often

of individual achievement. In our practice,

included the client’s case manager, school

very few clients have declined to have their

counselor, peer provider, and family advocate

final session take the form of a celebration

in addition to the counselor, friends, and

commemorating their transformative journey

family members. In a private setting treating

through adversity, adjustment, and triumph.

psychiatrists or other supports could also be

In our community

included. In either case, consents for atten-

Preparation

dance are completed to comply with confi-

Preparation for the client’s definitional

dentiality rights of the client and family.

ceremony involves education about the

Once the insider group has been estab-

specific process and agenda that will be imple-

lished, the counselor, clients and family

mented, selecting insider witnesses, and

members plan for the inclusion of artifacts

planning of other artifacts.

We generally

that have been associated with celebrations

begin the preparation process by reminding

and commemorations in the client’s past

clients that we are attempting to commemo-

including balloons, cakes, music, soft drinks,

rate their therapeutic journey in a manner

or other preferred notables. Finally, a time

similar to the way that books, fables, or

and venue is scheduled for the ceremony. The

movies describe the story of the main

actual telling and re-telling of the client story

character. Clients are informed that we are

with the insider witnesses present can be

most interested in identifying the perceptions

scheduled either at the last session or second-

of how they, and some important others, have

to-last session. Counselors should be aware

experienced this journey.

that this process has the potential to go

Clients are invited to choose a group of

beyond the traditional 50–minute session. As

insider witnesses based on the criterion that

community

they have known the client for the duration of

common venues for these commemorative

counseling

professionals,
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ceremonies have included our office, the

to garner a rich representation of experiences

family’s home, and the client’s school.

and meaning for the client and their insider
witness, 2) assure that the witnesses and client
are emotionally safe during this process (see

Participation
Participation in the client’s definitional

White, 2007 for a review of ethical safeguards

ceremony begins with the counselor facilitat-

during definitional ceremonies), and 3) accen-

ing a discussion with the client about their

tuate the significant and accepted themes that

story of transformation during the therapeutic

the group agrees upon, finds useful, and expe-

process. Frequently, we have adopted a story

riences as a valued process component.

of your treatment approach by identifying

Following the participants’ telling and

themes and/or naming of chapters in the

retellings of the client’s story, everyone is

client’s experience. Examples may include

encouraged to further verify the experiences of

their initial referral, first changes noted, when

the client’s new story as it relates to the insider

they noticed their story changing, the present

witnesses’ experience. The counselor invites

state of affairs, and outlining future chapters.

any participant to further reflect on the entire

During this time, witnesses listen only as

experience and add any aspects to the conver-

observers, not engaging at all. After the initial

sation that occurred directly as a result of the

client telling, the counselor invites the insider

definitional ceremony.

witnesses to participate by asking questions
that will highlight the four categories of

Emancipation

images

and

At this time, the counselor communicates

resonance,

and

the participants’ acceptance of the identified

transport) described earlier. Once this process

chapters, themes, images, and experiences of

is complete, the counselor returns to the dis-

transport as the lynchpins to the client’s

cussion with the client concerning their expe-

journey. We have regularly used this moment

rience of hearing the witnesses’ testimonies.

to request client permission to confidentially

inquiry

(i.e.

metaphors,

expression,
personal

These rounds of inquiry can be repeated

share their story with someone in the future

until the client and significant others have

who may be at the beginning of a journey

reached a consensual truth about the client’s

similar to theirs and query what poignant

experience and how others have witnessed

aspects that we should be sure to share if we

their therapeutic story with them before and

intend their story to be useful to another.

during the moments of telling. The goal of the

Through the interweaving of experiences and

counselor as facilitator is threefold: 1) attempt

the validation of the client’s new story as

7
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explicitly useful to both themselves and others

curiosity about their future endeavors, our

before an audience of witnesses, the power of

best hopes for their story, and noted strengths

a new truth may emerge and liberate the client

emergent in the therapeutic process. Through

from past impressions. We have noted that

these acts, we intend to solidify the socially

not only does the client’s new story become

constructed truth created during the client’s

validated and authenticated during this

definitional ceremony.

process, but the rounds of telling and retelling
frequently changes and expands the stories of

Case Illustration

the insider witnesses as well. Through these

Trisha was a 17-year old Hispanic female

activities, witness’ perceptions of themselves

with a diagnosis of Bipolar Disorder receiving

have often been emancipated from the way

intensive counseling and case management

they see themselves relating to the client.

services at a community mental health agency
following discharge from the state hospital.

Commemoration

When Trisha and I (first author) met she

Commemorative gestures are a recog-

appeared to be heavily medicated, her skin

nized aspect of the definitional ceremony in

quality was poor, positive social interactions

narrative therapy (White, 2007). Following a

were minimal, and her family was untrusting

brief break to prepare and provide a transition

and emotionally taxed following several

to commemoration, we present our clients

attempts by the client to burn down the family

with a certificate of acknowledgement/

home and run away. My first impression of

achievement which includes their name, the

her was that of someone who had been

theme of their transformation during

granted only the minimal standards of dignity

treatment, and a related historical quote.

and denied the freedom of equitable access to

Following the presentation of this certificate,

typical teenage experiences for so long that

commemorative artifacts are introduced (e.g.

her relational disposition had become similar

cake, music, balloons) and the session takes

to a person recently paroled and now in a

on a celebratory quality. Once this in-person

difficult position to manage her world.

ceremony has concluded, we generally hand

Trisha’s guardian warned me ardently that she

write a letter to our clients noting impressions

had accused several persons of indecent

of the ceremony, citing the themes, images,

treatment and was cautioned that she may try

expressions, transport noted by participants,

to manipulate the therapeutic relationship or

and resonance for us as their counselor. We

ruin my professional status.

also provide statements regarding our
JOURNAL OF PROFESSIONAL COUNSELING: PRACTICE, THEORY, AND RESEARCH VOL. 39, NO. 2, SUMMER/FALL 2012
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During our first several sessions Trisha

average grades in her coursework, engaging

spoke minimally; we communicated using

regularly in age-appropriate activities (e.g.,

paper and markers about the perceived level

walking to school, auditioning for the school

of oppression and angst that she experienced

play, singing in the choir, participating in

toward family and authority figures after

online socializing), and had established a

being away from home for nearly 6 months.

number of meaningful social relationships.

She noted that since returning from inpatient

Because of agency policy regarding symptom

care she thought that others considered her

severity and functioning, termination was

unable to decide what she thought, felt, or

impending due to ineligibility for services.

could do for herself. Following significant

When her case manger (third author) and I

rapport building and establishing a productive

proposed the issue of termination to the

working alliance, Trisha later resolved to find

family, they were excited and nervous about

a way to take a stand against Sad and

leaving a system of care that they had relied on

Stubborn Sadie who had everyone united

for years. We proposed to the family that we

against her hopes for a better quality of life.

believed in meaningful transitions and felt that

To do so, she resolved to make Sadie irrele-

some goodbyes should be celebrated. We also

vant by increasing her participation in

proposed that our final meeting would be a

pleasant social and success activities that were

fiesta to commemorate Trisha’s achievements

safe, legal, affordable, and accessible and by

and all the successes ahead of her. With a

learning ways to reward herself for keeping

sense of empowerment, the family agreed and

busy.

we began making preparations for her defini-

Additionally, Trisha became more

resilient to the convincing effects of Sadie by

tional ceremony.

learning ways to challenge negative beliefs

Trisha and her family were educated

about self, others, and her potential for

about our hopes for reviewing their therapeu-

happiness.

Monthly family sessions were

tic experience at the fiesta in a very unique

oriented toward renewing the family’s connec-

way. Trisha selected her mother, two of her

tion and hope through similar processes.

sisters and her case manager as insider

Following nine months of intensive coun-

witnesses to the telling of her story. These indi-

seling and case management services, the

viduals were provided with a brief overview of

outcomes associated with Trisha’s quarterly

the goals and processes of definitional cere-

treatment review suggested that she had made

monies as a way to acknowledge and celebrate

noteworthy progress. She was taking signifi-

a family’s developmental story. Trisha and her

cantly fewer medications, making above

mother indicated that they wanted to have the

9

JOURNAL OF PROFESSIONAL COUNSELING: PRACTICE, THEORY, AND RESEARCH VOL. 39, NO. 2, SUMMER/FALL 2012

NARRATIVE APPROACH TO TERMINATION

ceremony be the first celebration in their new

lines for auditions, and texting her friends.

home and scheduled a date that would allow

She described the feelings, thoughts, and

them to settle in and get organized. Later her

perceived relationship to her future associated

mother called the office to change the date so

with this part of her story named “Opening

that it was a surprise party for Trisha; her

the Door.” When discussing her hopes and

mother had noted that the family had not put

prospective success, Trisha named this chapter

together a surprise party in a number of years.

of her life “Soaring and Singing.”

The family planned for cake, ice cream, some

described how she had been changed by

candles, and a small banner to be awaiting

investing in her treatment and that the song of

Trisha when she got home from choir practice.

her life had emerged into a melody where once

Her case manager and I decided that we would

it was a cacophony.

She

commemorate her achievements with a certifi-

During rounds of discussion, Trisha’s

cate and began searching for literary references

mother, older sister, and case manager

that were appropriate for her changing

described the notes of expression, images,

narrative.

personal resonance and transport that they

Trisha was pleasantly astonished by her

experienced hearing Trisha’s story. Some of

surprise party. After the family settled in for

these narrative products included a palm tree

the ceremony, Trisha’s initial telling of her

resisting a storm, the profound feeling her

story revealed that she had felt like a bird in a

mother felt as keeper of the bird cage, and

cage, meant to fly but instead constantly

how her sister felt inspired by all the changes.

watched through a cage, and fed on a schedule

I (the first author) remained curious as these

by the people who Sadie had convinced that

insiders’ corroborations of Trisha’s experience

she was not trustworthy. She described the

were accepted, integrated, or negotiated

tumultuous circumstances that surrounded

during the process of developing a rich repre-

her entry into our services characterized by

sentation of Trisha’s journey through therapy.

violence, depression, labile emotions, and self-

Both Trisha and the witnesses described the

doubt; she named this chapter of her life “Bird

level of meaning associated with witnessing

in the Cage.” She stated that the first notice-

Trisha live her story, tell it, and ultimately

able changes were when she managed to be

change it: the story of the song bird, once

too busy having fun for Sadie to catch up with

caged by a mental health trickster named

her. She reported that while Sadie was waiting

Sadie, who liberated herself from oppression

at home to get her in trouble, she was at the

with the help of some special supports and

library, taking walks to the beach, learning

was now singing a special melody.
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After a short break, the family members

number of encouraging statements about her

dried their eyes and washed up and the cele-

ability to dream, develop, and do for herself

bration began. The cake and ice cream was

and her family.

brought out and our meeting took on a very
upbeat, jovial feel.

The younger family

Conclusion

members joined the group and played show

The purpose of this article was to

and tell with Trisha’s case manger and myself.

introduce a novel way of integrating narrative

When all the family and friends were present

definitional ceremonies in the termination

and the moment felt right, we presented

process. Although termination of counseling

Trisha with a certificate of achievement for

is a crucial moment in the therapeutic journey,

“Singing Us a New Song” and queried

it still remains one of the least discussed areas

whether we could tell her story anonymously

in the counseling literature.

to a client in the future who may be on a

proposed a five-stage model applicable to a

similar journey. With tears in her eyes, she

variety of counseling settings. It has been our

granted us permission and insisted that we

experience that this model has been empower-

include in the story how valuable connections

ing to clients, the important others in their

and openness with family was during her

lives and for counselors as well. Although we

transformation. Her mother echoed this con-

have found great utility for this process as well

tention and added spirituality as a critical

as the potential to enhance the meaning of the

component. After a brief time we thanked

therapeutic experience for clients, we under-

Trisha’s family for participating in such a

stand that some clients may simply not find

meaningful conclusion of the therapeutic

this process, authentic to their sense of self.

We have

treatment relationship and restated that we

Furthermore, to date the literature

were grateful for the chance to part on such

regarding perceptions of definitional cere-

unique and powerful terms. When arriving to

monies has relied heavily on single case illus-

the office the next morning I wrote Trisha a

trations (see Meyersoff, 1986; Sax, 2006;

letter that was included in her case file sum-

Speedy, 2004; White, 2007) rather than

marizing the process, observations, and

through more empirical research methodolo-

mutually accepted content that emerged from

gy. Due to the subjective nature of narrative

the family’s meeting. As part of this capstone

practice, scientist-practitioners may increase

component, I noted that my hopes for her

understanding of critical incidents and

were that she continued to find her own voice

powerful transactions inherent in the defini-

now that she is finally singing. I provided a

tional ceremony process by implementing

11
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Suicide Postvention in Schools: The Role
of the School Counselor
Kerrie R. Fineran
Indiana University-Purdue University Fort Wayne

M

any school counselors may encounter the suicide of a student during their
careers. In this article, the author discusses postvention planning in the
event of student suicide. Specifically, the role of the school counselor in

responding to school crises, including student suicide, is addressed. Basic statistics on
adolescent suicide are presented, suicide postvention in schools is defined, and recommendations for implementation by school counselors are made. An outline of the steps
involved in postvention planning and special considerations for managing suicide
postvention in schools are provided. Lastly, school counselors are encouraged to design
and implement evaluation procedures to determine the effectiveness of postevention
planning and share these results as an advocacy effort for increased suicide prevention
and postvention awareness.
Recent highly publicized incidents of school violence have contributed to an awareness of
and a need for crisis response systems in schools. Community members expect that their local
schools will be safe and effective institutions of learning. Unanticipated crisis situations in
schools can create chaos that “undermines the safety and stability of the entire school”
(Johnson, 2000, p. 18). School counselors are expected to serve students and school personnel
in times of crisis. The American School Counselor Association’s (ASCA, 2000) position
statement on the school counselor’s role in a crisis situation provides direction, stating “the pro-
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fessional school counselor’s primary role is to

preceding year. Parrish and Tunkle (2005)

provide direct counseling service during and

indicated that in recent years, suicides have

after the incident” (p. 1). One specific type of

accounted for 11-12% of adolescent deaths.

crisis that may be encountered in the school

Additionally, these statistics may be underesti-

setting is the suicide of a student (Allen et al.,

mated (Eschbach, 2005). Many youth suicides

2002). This article will investigate the school

are not classified as such, but are instead cate-

counselor’s role in the aftermath of a student

gorized as accidents (Siehl, 1990) or deaths

suicide, examine the steps of the postvention

attributed to unknown causes.

process, and discuss implications of student

almost 86% of all suicides by youth under the

suicide for practicing school counselors. It is

age of 20 occur amongst 15- to 19-year-olds

particularly relevant due to the shortage of

(Capuzzi, 2002), these types of deaths can

empirical or conceptual literature on respond-

occur at all ages, including students in elemen-

ing to suicide in counseling settings

tary and middle school (Alexander &

(McGlothlin, 2008) and, in particular,

Harman, 1988; Maples et al., 2005; Parsons,

responding to suicide in the school environ-

1996). Bridge et al. noted that risk factors for

ment. What has been written on the subject

youth suicide attempts and completions

typically references resources that are ten

include suicidal ideation, previous suicide

years old or older, suggesting that recent

attempts, suicidal intent (the extent to which a

attention to the specific topic of postvention

student wishes to die), and precipitating events

has been limited.

such as interpersonal conflict, loss, or disciplinary actions.

Adolescent Suicide

Although

While psychiatric disorders,

including mood, anxiety, substance abuse, and

In the past 25 years, adolescent suicide

PTSD, amongst others, are common among

has become a significant public health problem

youths who attempt suicide, 40% of suicide

(Bridge, Goldstien, & Brent 2006). According

completers under the age of 16 do not appear

to the Centers for Disease Control and

to have a diagnosable psychiatric disorder and

Prevention (CDC, 2008), suicide is the third

may not be clearly distinguishable from their

leading cause of death for youth. The CDC

non-suicidal peers. In light of this information,

reported a study of adolescents (grades 9-12)

it is essential that school counselors be

in the United States indicating that 15% of the

prepared to not only recognize risk factors in

students surveyed had considered suicide, 11%

order to prevent suicide, but also be prepared

had formed a plan to complete suicide, and

to take on a leadership role in the event of a

7% reported attempting suicide in the

completed student suicide.
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participating as a member of a school crisis

School Counselors and Crisis
Typically, school counselors are an

team. Additionally, Siehl (1990) reported that

integral part of school-based suicide preven-

while many schools have plans in place to deal

tion, crisis intervention and management, and

with certain crises such as child abuse, aggres-

postvention efforts (Capuzzi, 2002; Eschbach,

sion, violence, and natural disasters, most

2005) and may be the only professionals with

schools do not have protocols related to the

counseling training available in a particular

suicide of a student. Those schools with pre-

school. School counselors can be instrumen-

vention and intervention plans often lack a

tal in developing procedures for crisis inter-

postvention component (King, 1999).

vention, as they are familiar with the school

study of Ohio schools found that one in five

system, have skills in leadership and coordina-

school counselors reported that their school

tion, are knowledgeable about available

did not have a suicide postvention program

community resources, and know of other

(Wolfe, Mertler, & Hoffman, 1998).

mental health professionals who could be of

Although more recent data related to school

assistance in crisis situations (ASCA 2007;

suicide postvention plans are not available, it

Eschbach, 2005; Siehl, 1990). The American

is probable that many schools still do not have

School Counseling Association (ASCA, 2007)

these types of protocols in place.

A

position statement on dealing with crisis in

Similarly, many school counselors do not

schools states that professional school coun-

have specific training in responding to crisis

selors should be proactive in responding to

situations. The Council for Accreditation of

crisis situations by taking a leadership role in

Counseling

planning and implementing prevention, inter-

Programs (CACREP) 2009 standards for

vention, and post-incident crisis plans in

school counseling programs require that

schools. However, as evidenced by a 2002

school counselors understand the potential

study conducted by Allen et al., many school

impact of disasters and crises on the school

counselors feel unprepared to manage crisis in

community (although suicide is not specifical-

their schools. In their sample of 236 practicing

ly mentioned) and that they have knowledge

school counselors, Allen et al. noted that 57%

of the skills necessary in managing disasters.

of

feeling

However, all that is required in terms of skills

“minimally prepared” or “not at all

and practices is that school counselors know

prepared” to handle crisis situations in the

strategies for assessing and managing suicide

school setting. Moreover, they found that

risk. The few standards related to crisis pre-

only 61% of the total sample reported

paredness are hardly numerous enough for

the

respondents

reported

and

Related

Educational
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many training programs to require a class on

defined by Shneidman (1982) as strategically

crisis response for school counselors. Those

planned interventions implemented to assist

practicing school counselors who graduated

survivors after a suicide. Postvention strategies

from non-CACREP accredited programs may

should be developed, distributed, and under-

have no training or exposure to crisis response

stood by all school personnel in order to ade-

models at all.

quately prepare for the aftermath of a student

The above information suggests four

suicide (Siehl, 1990). Strategically implement-

implications. First, school counselors should

ed procedures can assist in improving the

ensure that their schools have various types of

emotional environment of the school after the

crisis plans in place, be familiar with these

death of a student by suicide. Quick and

plans, and be advocates of preparation for the

strategic action plans can help minimize

mental and emotional aspects of crisis situa-

confusion that may delay important interven-

tions, including the suicide of a student.

tions in the aftermath of a suicide and may help

Second, school counselors should be dynamic

to lessen long-term negative impacts on

members of crisis intervention teams in

survivors (ASCA, 2007; Laux, 2002; Westefeld

schools and should work to evaluate,

et al., 2000). Therefore, the goals of suicide

improve, and update current plans. Third,

postvention in school are as follows: (1) to

practicing school counselors should actively

provide support in order to minimize the

seek out and participate in professional devel-

emotional distress of survivors (Callahan,

opment opportunities that will increase their

1996; Kerr, Brent, McCain, & McCommons,

knowledge and skills in these areas. Finally,

2006); (2) to reduce the likelihood of contagion

counselor educators need to be proactive in

resulting in additional imitation or cluster

preparing school counselor trainees for crisis

suicides (Callahan, 1996; CDC, 1988); and (3)

intervention, including suicide prevention,

to help return the school to normal routines

intervention, and postvention. It is imperative

(Kerr et. al, 2006). It is therefore vital that

that school counselors emphasize the impor-

school counselors be familiar with any suicide

tance of developing a postvention plan in the

postvention plan that may be in place in a

event of a student suicide, and be prepared to

school or school district, and if one does not

implement such a plan in their schools.

exist, take steps to develop such procedures.

Postvention

Planning

Postvention activities are those that take

Numerous authors have suggested that

place after a suicide occurs and were first

schools have postvention strategies in place
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well in advance of any student death, and have

manual: A guide for a school's response in the

noted that this is particularly important in the

aftermath of a sudden death (5th ed.) as well as

case of student suicide (Kerr, 2009; King,

in School crisis prevention and intervention

1999; Roberts, 1995; Seihl, 1990; Thompson,

(Kerr, 2009) and may assist practicing school

1995). It is important that schools have a

counselors seeking resources regarding

formal plan of action with specific procedures

postvention planning. A brief introduction to

to implement in the case of a student suicide.

some of the important aspects of these types of

These procedures should include written

plans follows.

guidelines for dealing with at-risk students,

The first step in developing a postvention

suicide attempts, and other students returning

plan involves identifying individuals who will

to school following a completed suicide

be responsible for responding to the crisis

(Kalafat, 1990; Kerr et al., 2006; McGlothlin,

(McGlothlin, 2008).

2008). Additionally, the plan should include

should establish a postvention team that

methods for verification of the death as well as

includes community resource persons, school

notification for school personnel, students,

psychologists, specifically trained teachers and

parents, and the community at large. Not only

administrators, and other school personnel

does this type of plan help mitigate confusion

(King, 1999; Roberts & Lepkowski, 1998).

and chaos, but it also provides the school with

Roberts and Leplowski proposed that the

protection from legal liability (Celotta, 1995).

function of this team should be to provide

It is important that schools document that they

coordination, communication, and implemen-

adhered to written procedures in order to

tation of the suicide response plan. They also

prevent further harm to surviving students

recommended that a group leader be desig-

should there be any legal investigations into

nated, individual duties be assigned, and back-

the actions of the school.

up persons be organized for each task. The

School counselors

School counselors, with their counseling

school counselor should be intimately

expertise and understanding of the develop-

involved in the postvention-specific training

mental needs of students, should be key con-

for these team members.

sultants in the development of this plan. Kerr

A secondary purpose for the postvention

et al. (2006) outlined a postvention

team is preventative education (King, 1999).

implementation plan in the case of student

The school counselor and other members of the

death that also includes information related to

crisis team might consider conducting

death by suicide. This detailed plan can be

workshops that educate faculty, staff, students,

found in their book Postvention standards

and parents about adolescent suicide. These
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workshops could focus on empirically identi-

student suicide (ASCA 2007; Kerr et al., 2006;

fied risk factors, symptoms of depression,

Westefeld et al., 2000). Zinner (1987)

resources available to help a suicidal student,

suggested that early intervention after a

suicide risk assessment, and education about

student suicide is necessary, noting that a

plans that are in place should a student

coordinated and planned effort by profession-

complete suicide. One such training program

als can bring reassurance in a situation that is

for intervening with suicidal individuals that

likely shocking and overwhelming.

may be useful to school counselors and other

postvention plan should be put into action as

members of the school community is Applied

soon as possible, including confirming the

Suicide Intervention Skills Training (ASIST),

death (Maples et al., 2005) and contacting

one of the most utilized suicide intervention

school personnel to reduce the risk of faculty

programs

(LivingWorks

and staff arriving at the school uninformed

Education, 2005). In addition, school coun-

(Siehl, 1990). It may be helpful to have a

selors may find the Suicide Prevention Resource

before-school meeting with all school

Center (SPRC; www.sprc.org) a useful source

personnel to inform the staff of the incident,

of information. Specifically, the Best Practices

ensure that all the facts are clearly understood,

Registry (BRP) contains extensive information

and announce any special schedules that may

about evidence-based programs and best

be in place for the day. It is crucial that

practices statements by experts in the field. It

schools and staff members address the

also includes resources for school counselors,

student’s death directly and honestly, as

recommended protocols and procedure

ignoring or doing nothing may contribute to

outlines, outreach materials, screening tools,

further harm by minimizing the seriousness of

and information on related training programs.

any distress felt by students (Parish & Tunkle,

Although preventing suicide is clearly of

2005). Brock and Hart (2006) suggested

primary concern, completed youth suicides do

sharing information with students in small

indeed occur, and it is just as important for

classroom settings simultaneously rather than

school counselors to be prepared to design,

using a loudspeaker announcement or school

implement, and manage postvention efforts in

assembly. They also recommended that

the wake of student suicide.

parents at the school be notified by written

in

the

world

The

notes or personal contacts, such as individual
After a Student Completes Suicide

phone calls. Although honesty is essential, it

Many authors have highlighted the

is also important to consider the feelings and

importance of timely action in responding to

desires of the family when discussing the cause
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of death because stigma, shame, and

should be facilitated by school counselors and

confusion may be present following a death

other mental health providers who have

by suicide. It may be appropriate for the

training in crisis intervention.

school counselor to contact the deceased

Due to typical high student-to-counselor

student’s family to determine their wishes for

ratios, school counselors should be prepared

disclosure, obtain information on funeral

to call on professionals from other schools

arrangements, identify siblings and close

(King, 1999) or mental health providers in the

friends who may be in need of assistance,

community (Maples et al., 1999) in order to

discuss the school's postvention response, and

adequately staff these centers. School coun-

to offer any support that the school may be

selors may need to proactively pursue

able to provide. Celotta (1995) recommend-

survivors to participate in postvention activi-

ed that the school counselor be prepared to

ties, as some students, especially adolescents,

offer parents the names of mental health

may fear a social stigma related to seeking out

agencies and survivor support groups that can

mental health assistance (Slate & Scott, 2009).

offer help to the family. Additionally, Parrish

Counselors may wish to focus their recruiting

and Tunkle noted that school counselors

efforts on those survivors most at risk,

should be prepared to clear a student’s desk or

including close friends of the deceased and any

locker of personal items, and return these to

students with known suicidal behaviors or

the family at an appropriate time.

histories (Parrish & Tunkle, 2005).

Thompson (1995) proposed that the

In facilitating the postvention groups,

school counselor should be the coordinator

school counselors may find that after the

for counseling activities occurring in the

initial shock and denial that are likely

school.

Crisis centers where students can

following a student’s suicide, friends and peers

receive individual and group services should

of the deceased are subject to a wide variety of

be made available and staffed by the postven-

responses, including profound grief, guilt,

tion team members. Siehl (1990) indicated

anger, cognitive distortions, and impaired

that these in-school centers should be easily

judgment (Parrish & Tunkle, 2005). Brock

accessible, especially for those students who

and Hart (2006) emphasized that it is

may need special counseling throughout the

important to highlight that there is no one

day. One way to organize the crisis centers is

"right" way to feel after a suicide, and Celotta

to arrange one-on-one counseling for severely

(1995) suggested that school counselors and

distressed students as well as small group

other professionals involved in the postven-

interventions (Kerr, 2009).

tion focus on the emotional needs of

These groups
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survivors, provide support and resources,

creating a memorial shrine with pictures and

encourage the expression of feelings, and

flowers (Maples et al., 2005).

discuss suicide in a general way rather than

researchers have suggested that these activities

focusing on the specific student suicide. She

should be discouraged because they may

advised that postvention team members

provide reinforcement to other students who

should work to avoid glorifying and glamor-

are experiencing suicidal ideation (Maples et

izing suicide by emphasizing that although

al.; Capuzzi, 2005), while others have noted

thoughts of death are usually very normal,

that allowing some small tribute such as a

suicide is not a normal response to stress.

moment of silence, a yearbook photo, or a

Parrish and Tunkle suggested that counseling

suicide-prevention fundraiser may assist

efforts focus on the survivors’ memories of the

students and staff to obtain closure and say

deceased, emphasizing the life of the deceased

goodbye to the deceased (King, 1999). Brock

rather than the circumstances surrounding the

and Hart (2006) disavowed many of these

death, and that even in the context of extreme

practices, and instead proposed allowing

grief, counseling facilitators encourage

students to attend funeral services (with

students to make their own specific commit-

parental permission), encouraging them to

ments to enjoy the act of living. In addition to

take part in suicide prevention activities, or

responding directly to student needs immedi-

creating a student assistance program

ately following the suicide, there are some

designed to help students cope with problems

specific issues that school counselors may

and feelings. Although a search of the current

wish to consider in preparing crisis response

literature produced no empirical evidence for

plans, including memorializing the deceased

or against the use of these types of memorials,

student, dealing with the media, preparing for

best practice would certainly involve careful

suicides that may occur when school is not in

monitoring of these dynamics and taking steps

session, managing the needs of school staff

to help the school community obtain closure,

and personnel, and conducting ongoing care.

while still being aware of the potential
negative impact of these activities.

Some

Kerr

Special Considerations

(2009) suggested that a school district may

Memorials

consider establishing a general memorial scholschool

arship fund or encourage donations to

community may wish to take measures to

charities such as a local suicide support group.

Some

individuals

in

the

memorialize the deceased individual by conducting memorial services in the school or
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community (National Suicide Prevention

Media
In the event of an untimely adolescent

Lifeline Postvention Manual). The school

death, coverage by the media should be

counselor or family liaison may wish to discuss

expected.

Only one individual should be

how to manage posts and comments on these

assigned the task of interacting with any media

sites to avoid potentially harmful online dis-

personnel and delivering the facts of the

cussions

incident (King, 1999). This designated liaison

community members. A beneficial use of these

may be a school administrator or a selected

social media sites may be to post links to local

member of the postvention team.

The

and national suicide prevention hotlines (such

student’s school activities should be reported,

as the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline at

but anything other than facts (such as specula-

1-800-273-TALK) or other free resources that

tion about the cause of a suicide) should not be

may be available to survivors.

between

students

and

other

revealed. It is also suggested that the school’s
media representative clear all media statements

Responding to Crises that Occur During

with the family of the student (Seihl, 1990).

School Breaks

Because media attention may increase the like-

Roberts (1995) emphasized that provi-

lihood of imitation suicides (Gould, as cited in

sions for crisis situations which occur when

Kerr, 2009; King, 1999), it is essential that the

school is not in session should be outlined in

media do not report the method or location of

the written postvention plan. He reported that

the suicide (Brock & Hart, 2006). In interac-

although a school with which he was involved

tions with the media, the school liaison should

did indeed have a postvention plan, it did not

advocate for media accuracy and professional-

include instructions for mobilizing the team in

ism, encouraging them to place emphasis on

the summer months or over extended school

the impact of suicide and the importance of

breaks. It is important that the role of the

identifying those needing assistance in dealing

school be considered under these circum-

with the death. Asking the media to provide

stances, and any necessary revisions to a

contact information for local mental health

postvention plan in this type of situation

services and suicide prevention organizations

should be outlined.

would be helpful in drawing public attention
to these community resources.

Needs of School Personnel

Additionally, social media sites such as

Ironically, those who are expected to

Facebook, MySpace, and Twitter may also be

provide unqualified support and direction in

a source of information to the school

postvention efforts (teachers, administrators,
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school counselors) are also subject to intense

Although clinical supervision for school coun-

feelings following a student’s suicide (Parrish

selors is often unavailable, such supervision

& Tunkle, 2005).

The school counselor

could also assist in minimizing negative

should be aware of his or her own needs and

impacts on the school counselor. Therefore,

consistently monitor the postvention team’s

school counselors should practice self-care

ability to provide quality services to students.

and encourage all those working to minimize

Counselors should be particularly sensitive to

the impact of such a crisis to do the same.

feelings of guilt, shame, and incompetence
that may arise in those who worked with the

Ongoing Care

student prior to a suicide. School counselors

The last module of an effective postven-

should be prepared to advocate for outside

tion program involves continuous monitoring

assistance should the personal impact of the

of the school population and evaluation of the

tragedy inhibit appropriate counseling. It may

crisis response. It is commonly suggested that

be helpful for school counselors to consider

schools resume a normal schedule as soon as

utilizing an objective, external consultant to

possible after a student death, while recogniz-

assist in facilitating postvention efforts. This

ing that students will recover from the crisis

person should not be personally tied to the

and the experience of grief in varying time

deceased student or the school, and as such,

frames (Siehl, 1990, Celotta, 1995; Slate &

would be able to provide a certain level of

Scott, 2009). Particular attention should be

emotional neutrality and stability in such an

paid to the emotional status of the students,

emotionally charged process. This external

especially those who were close associates of

consultant may be a school counselor from

the deceased; are currently in treatment for

another

volunteer

mental health issues or have a personal or

community counselor, or a liaison from a

family history of such issues, particularly

nearby university counseling program.

depression, anxiety, and substance abuse

Additionally, school counselors should

disorders; those who have a past history of

prepare to seek outside counseling for them-

suicide attempts; and those who have been

selves following such a tragedy. McAdams

identified by concerned others such as parents

and Foster (2002) emphasized that seeking

and teachers (Parrish & Tunkle, 2005; Kerr,

counseling following a client suicide is of great

2009).

value and that many counselors hesitate to do

school counselors ask teachers and other

so, resulting in heightened stress levels for

school staff to watch for grieving students

months or even years after the event.

who are disoriented, forgetful, confused,
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a

Black (2005) recommended that
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inpatient, sad, inattentive, and disruptive, as

school community, and elucidate strategies to

well as those whose grief resurfaces months

provide future direction.

after a death.

Additionally, following a

suicide, students should be monitored for

Accountability and Advocacy

school attendance and shifts in academic or

The last piece of a successful postvention

social behavior that could be indicative of a

is to evaluate the effectiveness of the plan and

need for additional assistance. Siehl reported

its execution as a part of an overall goal of

that the emotional aftermath of a suicide may

accountability for the developmental school

continue for years. Therefore, it is important

counseling program. Evaluation is different

to closely monitor high-risk students for 6

from research in that evaluators are not tasked

months after the suicide, and less intensely for

with trying to generalize results to other

1 to 2 years thereafter. Although the specifics

schools or populations; rather, the main focus

of such a monitoring system are not addressed

is on assessing the impact of programming on

in the literature, school counselors may

the students in a specific school and in demon-

consider checking in with identified students

strating the value of the school counseling

on a regular basis, soliciting the assistance of

program to a school community (Brown &

significant individuals close to the student

Trusty, 2005). The ASCA National Model

(teachers, parents, coaches, etc.) in reporting

(2003) provides an outline for completing a

any concerns they may have to the school

results report to evaluate the effectiveness of a

counselor, conducting school-wide assess-

program that includes information about

ments such as a depression screening, and

what need the program addressed, the

conducting classroom guidance sessions on

description of the activity and plan utilized,

suicide prevention in which resources for

who was responsible for various aspects of the

assistance are provided to all students.

intervention, how the program was assessed,

Following the implementation of all

and the final outcome of the evaluation.

aspects of the postvention plan, it is vital that

Methods for evaluation of such programs are

a school counselor respond to the call for

numerous, but may include interviews,

accountability outlined by the ASCA National

surveys, classroom or small group observa-

Model (2003) by evaluating the effectiveness

tion, or case studies. Regardless of the format,

of the plan and its execution. This activity is

King (1999) advised asking supportive but

not only a response to the mandate of

informative

accountability, but also a way to determine the

community, including students, teachers,

impact of the program on the students and

administrators, and parents. Questions such

questions

of

the

school

JOURNAL OF PROFESSIONAL COUNSELING: PRACTICE, THEORY, AND RESEARCH VOL. 39, NO. 2, SUMMER/FALL 2012

24

SUICIDE POSTVENTION IN SCHOOLS

as “what activities did we perform,” “what

postvention planning for schools have been

was most helpful and what was least helpful,”

suggested in a theoretical manner, based on

and “what other activities or procedures

experience and ideas about best practices.

should we have considered?” may help

Although there is certainly room for research

explicate specific information regarding the

on this topic by counselor educators and

value of various interventions. These types of

others tasked with conducting research,

procedures should occur at least a few months

school counselors who are actively planning

after the loss to allow for more objectivity.

and implementing response programs in the

Activities such as these are useful to ensure

field are best placed to respond quickly to the

that future responses to student suicides do

situation and manage ongoing evaluation

not repeat ineffective responses of the past,

efforts. However, many school counselors

and can help to make necessary alterations or

have had inadequate training in evaluation

improvements to existing prevention and

procedures, have limited time for accountabil-

postvention plans.

ity practices, or are simply unsure as to how to

Although the goal of evaluation is to

disseminate information to others on their

promote understanding of the impact of pro-

findings (Trevisan & Hubert, 2001). In this

gramming in a particular school, another

case, consultation and collaboration between

aspect of the school counselor role is to serve

practicing school counselors and counseling

as an advocate for school transformation and

researchers may be especially warranted.

systemic change at the all levels: local, state,
regional, and national (Curry & DeVoss,

Conclusions

2009; Kaffenberger, Murphy, & Bemak,

It is crucial that school counselors be

2006). Promoting the role of the school

prepared for crisis situations, including the

counselor in developing, implementing, and

suicide of a student. If a school has a suicide

evaluating effective and efficient suicide

postvention plan, the school counselor should

postvention plans for all schools is a matter of

familiarize him- or herself with it and ensure

advocacy that could impact the training of

that all key personnel have access to and

school counselors, public opinion of school

knowledge about this important document.

counseling programs, and resources provided

In cases where schools do not have a plan in

to schools for suicide prevention programs

place, it is vital that the school counselor

and postvention efforts. There is a significant

advocate for the development of such a plan

lack of research related to suicide postvention

and participate in educating other school

in schools. Most of the recommended steps in

personnel on the importance of preparation
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situations.

including the school counselor, minimize

Additionally, it is important that school coun-

negative impact on students and school

selors educate themselves about crisis

personnel, and promote healing of the entire

response, grief reactions, suicide prevention,

school community should such a tragic event

assessment, and postvention. Although many

occur. It is imperative that school counselors

school counselors may not have extensive

advocate for these plans, seek out training

training in these areas during formal course

opportunities that will enhance both clinical

work, it is imperative that they advocate for

and managerial skills necessary to effectively

this type of training in their preparation

navigate situations involving student suicide,

programs and seek out additional continuing

evaluate any implemented programs, and

education opportunities such as attendance at

publish the results of such assessments in

conferences and workshops.

The steps

order to help all school counselors advocate

outlined above should assist school counselors

for and implement effective suicide postven-

in developing new plans and evaluating

tion plans in schools.

for

these

types

of

crisis

current plans; however, these recommendations should be considered in the context of
the needs of a particular school and
community during the crisis. Finally, school
counselors must be aware of the potential
impact of student suicide on themselves as
professionals and as emotional beings. Self
care is of vital importance during and after
any tragedy of this magnitude.
In conclusion, it is probable that a school
counselor will encounter a student suicide at
some point in his or her career. It is clear that
the school counselor has a responsibility to
endorse the development of a working
postvention plan and organize counseling
efforts in the aftermath of a student suicide.
An effective postvention plan may reduce the
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THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF BLACK

The Lived Experience of Black Collegiate Males with
Absent Fathers: Another Generation
Angie D. Cartwright
Richard C. Henriksen Jr.
Sam Houston State University

he phenomenon of absent fathers is increasing in the Black community and

T

insight from Black males raised in these households is needed to understand
how they persevere and succeed. This study explored the life experiences of

collegiate Black males raised in absent father homes. Five themes emerged, which
included a male role model/mentor, a supportive mother, desire to achieve an education,
respect for their fathers, and resilience. The authors discuss these themes and present
implications for future studies focused on counselors working with Black males raised
in absent father households.
Keywords: Black males, absent fathers, single mothers
Over the last four decades there has been a drastic increase in the number of children
growing up in fatherless homes, and today approximately 25% of children are being raised in
homes led primarily by mothers and grandmothers (Kissman, 2001; Snyder, McLaughlin, &
Findeis, 2006). According to Kissman, only 50% of divorced fathers see their children, and even
fewer never married fathers see their children. DeBell (2008) noted that 69% of Black students
in kindergarten through 12th grade live in fatherless homes.
The absence of fathers is a major factor in many issues such as crime and delinquency,
premature sexuality, poor educational achievement, and poverty, which have negatively

Author Note:
Angie D. Wilson and Richard C. Henriksen Jr., Department of Educational Leadership
and Counseling, Sam Houston State University.
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Angie D. Wilson, Sam
Houston State University, College of Education, Department of Educational Leadership and
Counseling Box 2119, Huntsville, TX 77341-2119, or email address stdadc26@shsu.edu.

29

JOURNAL OF PROFESSIONAL COUNSELING: PRACTICE, THEORY, AND RESEARCH VOL. 39, NO. 2, SUMMER/FALL 2012

THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF BLACK

impacted

society

(Popenoe,

1996).

Living with an Absent Father

Incarceration rates for young Black males are

The majority of prisoners, juvenile

six to eight times higher than they are for

detention inmates, high school dropouts,

young White males (Pettit & Western, 2004)

pregnant teenagers, adolescent murderers, and

and incarceration has become a common issue

rapists come from fatherless homes, and the

for Black males without college educations.

effects of growing up in absent father homes

Pettit and Western also found approximately

can last for a lifetime (Baskerville, 2004;

30% of Black males without a college

Daniels, 1998). Researchers focusing on Black

education spent time in prison by their mid-

males who place importance on education

thirties. Approximately 30% of all Black

indicated resiliency played a major role in

males have been incarcerated and this number

their process of completing baccalaureate

is doubled for Black males who dropped out

degrees (Warde, 2008). Warde (2008) defined

of

Western).

resiliency as the internal drive and desire to

Additionally, Cook and Córdova (2007)

persist towards goals when circumstances

reported that, in 2005, 73.5% of Black males

become difficult and when faced with chal-

between the ages of 18-24 graduated from

lenges. According to Harbowski, Maton, and

high school but only 38% of those graduates

Grief (1998), parents can instill in their sons

enrolled in college.

the belief that their success or failure depends

high

school

(Pettit

&

The purpose of this study was to explore

on their efforts to excel, succeed, and achieve

the experiences of collegiate Black males

in spite of racism and societal barriers. Even

raised in absent father households. In this

though Black males have been categorized as

research study, the term absent father is used

one of the most at risk populations in

to describe a strained relationship between

education (Carson, 2004; Jackson & Moore,

father and son resulting in little contact

2006; Sue & Sue, 2007), researchers have

between father and son. Exploring the experi-

demonstrated that familial support is a crucial

ences of Black collegiate males raised in absent

factor for successful Black children who

father households could assist counselors

overcame adversity (Harbowski, Maton, &

seeking to help Black males with their

Grief, 2006; Johnson-Garner & Meyers,

advancement toward success. Focusing on the

2003; Jones, Zalot, Foster, Sterrett, & Chester,

experience of living fatherless, the following

2007).

research question guided this study: What
does the relationship between father and son
mean to the collegiate Black male student?
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Method

ship between Joe and his father. Joe’s father

Using a phenomenological approach

was an alcoholic, and would leave home and

(Moustakas, 1994) for data collection and

not return home for several days at a time.

data analysis procedures, the authors

According to Joe, he participated in this study

conducted interviews with Black male college

because he wanted to help others who may

students to gain insight into their experience

have similar life experiences.

with fatherlessness. This allowed for a deeper

Muhammad was 19 years old at the time

understanding of this cultural phenomenon

of the study. His father had a total of ten

(Moustakas, 1994).

children. Muhammad recalled having a bond
with his father in his younger years even

Participants

though his father never lived in the home with

Five Black male college students from

him and never married his mother.

two southeast Texas universities participated

Muhammad stated that his father used to pick

in this study. Criterion sampling was used to

him up for a few hours at a time, but he said

select the participants (Creswell, 2007;

during his middle school years something

Maxwell, 2005). All participants were raised

happened, which was when he realized his

in an absent father household and each par-

mother did everything for him, and his father

ticipant selected a pseudonym to use in the

did nothing. The last time Muhammad saw

study in order to provide anonymity. The

his father was several years ago at his high

names selected were Joe, Muhammad, Pablo,

school graduation. Muhammad referred to his

Tony, and Ernest. In the case of each partici-

father as a “sperm donor” and to his mother

pant, none of their fathers were married to

as both mom and dad. Muhammad was

their mothers at the time of this study.

named the Godfather of his friend’s child. He

At the time of the study Joe was 21 years

takes his role as Godfather seriously, and said

old and a senior with a 3.4 GPA at the uni-

that he would like to be the male role model

versity he attended. He graduated from high

for his Godchild. He graduated high school

school with a 3.7 GPA and participated in

with a 3.0 GPA, and is currently a sophomore

athletic activities and band. Joe’s father was

with a 3.0 GPA.

present in the home while he was growing up,

Pablo was a 19 year old university

but Joe did not believe his father was a part of

sophomore at the time of the study. He

their household or family. Joe referred to his

recalled a time, when he was younger, that he

father as “a fixture in the house.” Joe’s parents

looked up to his father because he was a

eventually divorced, which ended the relation-

police officer. Pablo’s father and mother were
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never married and his father was physically

had the opportunity to live with and be raised

abusive to his mother. He spent his summers

by their father. Tony moved back with his

with his father but that ended during his

mother, sought guidance from his uncle, his

teenage years because the visits were stressful

pastor, and a mentor, and completed high

and lacked enjoyment. His father married

school with a 3.0 GPA. At the time of the

another woman and had children with her,

study he was a senior maintaining a 3.25

which further strained the relationship

GPA.

because his father paid attention to his new

At the time of the study, Ernest was a 20

family and not Pablo. Pablo’s mother married

year old university sophomore. He is an only

when he was in high school and he has a good

child. Though his parents planned on getting

relationship with his step-father. He also

married, they never married and the relation-

noted that he regrets not having memories of

ship between his mother and father became a

his father and his sister together. He graduated

dysfunctional one. Ernest’s father was absent

high school with a 3.4 GPA and currently

in the home, but typically came around for

holds a 2.75 GPA.

holidays starting his freshman year in high

Tony was 21 years old at the time of the

school. Ernest stated that his grandfather was

study, and his story is somewhat different than

never in his father’s life and that his father

the other participants. Tony’s father married a

never met his grandfather. Ernest’s mother

woman who is not his mother, and they have

completed her bachelor’s degree at the age of

been married for almost 20 years. His father

40; however, Ernest remembered a time when

has children with his stepmother, and

his mother lost her job, and it was difficult

according to Tony they (his father, step-

financially for over a year. Ernest received

mother, and half-siblings) live like a typical

guidance from church members, family

family. He had the experience of living with

members, and his troop leader from the Boy

his father for a year and a half during his ado-

Scouts of America. He persevered and

lescent years. Tony’s mother made the sugges-

graduated high school with a 3.2 GPA and

tion that he live with his father due to behav-

currently holds a GPA of 3.47. He is involved

ioral problems both at home and at school.

in cultural organizations and is a member of a

According to Tony, during the short time that

fraternity.

he lived with his father and his step mother, he
learned about respect and discipline.

Limitations

However, Tony harbored feelings of resent-

There are several limitations to this study.

ment toward his half siblings, because they

One limitation is that the participants’ views
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may only represent their age group and may

your father impact your decision to attend

not be transferable to other age groups.

college? Has your relationship with your

Additionally, the results are limited to the men

father affected your feelings about your place

in this study and are not transferable to other

in society? What does your relationship with

men, nor are they transferable to women.

your father mean to you? Follow-up questions

Because each participant’s experiences and

were utilized in order to obtain more details

exposure to his father is unique, no internal

regarding the grand tour questions. The

generalization about those experiences could

interview questions were generated following

be made. The participants in this study were

the literature review and were also designed to

also from two universities in Southeast Texas,

answer the research question.

and the results may not be transferable to

A protocol for observing participants

other men with similar life experiences in

during the interviews was developed and

other areas of the state or country.

included observing emotional reactions to
questions, facial expressions of participants,

Data Collection and Analysis

and overall emotional reaction to the

Participants for this study were recruited

interview (Creswell, 2007). Moustakas’

from a Southwestern university using

(1994) adapted version of the Stevick-

snowball sampling (Miles & Huberman,

Colaizzi-Keen method was used in the data

1994). They were recruited based on meeting

analysis process to identify the meaning of the

the criteria for the study: being a college

participants’ experiences. Using this method,

student with an absent father as defined in this

we collected the various forms of data, tran-

study and having the potential to provide

scribed all participant interviews, and identi-

thick data. Neither of the researchers had any

fied each non-repetitive statement as an

personal knowledge of or relationship to the

invariant horizon, which was then clustered

participants. The interviews were conducted

into themes to describe the essence of the par-

by the first author and used both grand tour

ticipant’s experience. Next, we created a

and follow-up questions with the purpose of

textural-structural description of the partici-

“obtaining unique information or interpreta-

pant’s experience using verbatim statements

tion[s] held by the person interviewed” (Stake,

from the participant’s interviews. Member

2010, p. 95). The four grand tour interview

checking was used during the data analysis

questions asked of each participant included:

process to refine the themes noted and to also

Tell me about your father as you were

ensure accuracy of the findings (Miles &

growing up. How did your relationship with

Huberman, 1994). Member checks were used
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to allow the participants a chance to provide
feedback on the themes developed during the

In contrast, Pablo had a stepfather during
the later years of high school. He stated,

data analysis. The initial four interviews

My step dad taught me how to trim trees

provided the rich, thick data necessary for our

and do stuff around the house. He would

data analysis and a fifth interview was added

take me to school and he taught me how

to ensure saturation. No new information was

to drive. He took me to buy my suit for

found in the fifth interview, suggesting that

prom, and he let me drive his car.

saturation was achieved.

Pablo’s facial expressions and fast speaking
indicated he was excited about having not

Results

only a male figure to look up to, but one who

The participants of this study shared five

spent time with him, as he later stated in the

common themes. These themes were (a) a male

interview. Ernest stated that members of his

role model or mentor, (b) a supportive mother,

church, family members, and his troop leader

(c) wanting to achieve an education, (d) respect

from Boy Scouts of America were instrumen-

for their fathers, and (e) resiliency.

tal in helping him grow into a mature young
man. Ernest stated, “I was in different organ-

Role Model or Mentor
All five participants expressed how
important a male role model was in order to

ization[s] and [had] lots of family members
and friends that were males that kind of
taught me some of the things to do.”

talk about things that may have been uncom-

All of these young men had role models

fortable to discuss with their mothers while

while growing up and some of them are role

growing up. When asked about influential

models to others now. Joe is the role model to

figures in his life, Tony stated, “my youth

his younger cousin who is struggling with life

pastor, then my uncle, and around my senior

situations, has recently earned a General

year in high school he became my mentor.”

Equivalency Diploma, and is trying to attend

The mentor Tony speaks of was assigned to

college. Joe stated, “I am doing it for myself,

him through a mentorship program that assists

but to be able to lead him and let him know

young men in preparing for life after high

this is the way you can go. I want him to

school. After the interview was completed,

know that he can do it because I did it. I am

Tony shared that his mentor helped him get

doing it.” Muhammad, on the other hand,

acclimated to the collegiate environment as

was recently named the Godfather of a close

well as took him on a trip to France for a con-

friend’s son, and he is trying to be a role model

vention to expose him to a different culture.

and father figure in this child’s life. He stated,
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“He does not have a father so I am trying to

In contrast to the others, Tony and his

step up in that place and be a better man,

mother had difficult times as he was growing

because I know what it is like. It helps me to

up. Tony was sent to live with his father after

be the best I can be.”

getting in trouble and being rebellious in the
fifth grade. Tony said, “I thought I was going

Supportive Mother

to live there forever, but it ended up being a

Every participant spoke of a supportive

year and a half,” and he was able to see the

mother who helped them through tough situ-

difference in the respect that he gave his father

ations growing up and while attending

and his mother. Tony also commented on how

college. Joe, whose father was present in the

he now realizes his mother was attempting to

home but absent verbally and emotionally,

enforce rules and stop him from heading

stated, “He would come home after work

down the wrong road with the wrong types of

every day except pay day, but he would stay

peers. Tony stated that he and his mother have

gone for a week sometimes. We always knew

a strong relationship and that she is a huge

what he was doing because when he did come

influence in his life.

home he would be wasted.” Joe continued to
say that the disconnection between him and

Breaking the Mold

his father helped him to form a closer rela-

Each participant addressed society’s view

tionship with his mother, who taught him to

of Black males and the stereotypes portrayed

stay motivated and encouraged him to be suc-

by the media. Each addressed how they

cessful. Another participant, Muhammad

viewed their place in society, and how they

said,

have personally tried to reshape the image of
My mom and I have a close relationship;

the Black male. The participants provided

there is nothing I have not talked to her

words such as trifling, promiscuous, thugs,

about. Not a single subject. I realize my

uneducated, dead beat fathers, broke, and

relationship with my mother helped me; I

ignorant as words they have heard used to

am more of a gentleman than I think I

describe Black men. Pablo and Joe expressed

would have been. Who better to teach

thoughts that demonstrated the feelings of all

you about women than a woman?

of the participants. Pablo stated, “I am

Muhammad spoke about his mother several

working to get rid of that [stereotype], I do

times through the interview and at one point

not want anyone to look at me and think I am

stated, “I call my mom my dad (and laughed)

lazy.” Joe stated, “It’s motivation knowing

she keeps me sane.”

that society expects you to be one way and
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when they meet you the look on their faces

academic societies. He is proud to be graduat-

change. I want to prove them wrong.”

ing in four years despite personal circum-

However, Tony’s words demonstrated the

stances that required him to transfer to another

sadness each of the participants felt as young

university and get a job to take care of his

Black men when he stated,

family. For Joe, knowing he had a younger

I feel threatened sometimes, and I think

cousin looking up to him helped him to stay on

the prejudice is still out there. Society is

track. Tony faced many difficulties growing

more willing to accept the contributions

up, and there were instances in which he had

of a Black female than a Black male. I

disciplinary problems. He described himself as

think as Black men, we have to work ten

rebellious during his middle school and some

times harder.

of his high school years. However, Tony and
Ernest are both leaders on their campuses, and

Respect for Fathers

they are involved in several organizations.

A commonality found in each partici-

Both Muhammad and Joe pride them-

pant’s words was that they respected their

selves on being self sufficient. Their resiliency is

fathers and their relationships with them. In

evident through their perseverance and hard

fact, after receiving the transcripts and themes

work. Muhammad said, “To make it in

via email, Tony voiced concern about the pos-

society, you have to go to school and get an

sibility of having a negative tone when

education. So my choice was an easy choice.”

speaking of his father. Joe, Pablo, and Tony

Pablo is confident and proud of his accom-

each made reference to not talking negatively

plishments; he stated, “I have a job, I have paid

about their fathers, and not wanting to be dis-

my way through school, my apartment, my

respectful toward their fathers. Pablo’s words

groceries, I paid for it all.” Pablo went on to

reflected the thoughts of these three partici-

say, “I don’t think I should ask my mom for

pants, “My dad is not a bad man, he just

much because she has supported me fully and

missed out on a lot.”

done so much for me.” Ernest stated, “It just
goes back to not giving up and when I’m going

Resiliency

through something I pray a lot and just rely on

Despite the hardships and confusion the

my faith.” Ernest mentioned the importance of

participants experienced while growing up,

being somebody and setting goals. He shared

these men persevered and are improving them-

his goals of becoming an attorney, and he

selves and society. For example, Joe is a

stated, “At the end of my life I just don’t want

member of a fraternity and a member of two

to be just somebody that was just a nobody.”
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Discussion and Implications

Further research is needed to assess the

The themes found in this study are similar

influence mothers have on their children’s per-

to the themes found in a study conducted by

ceptions of absent fathers, and if it affects the

Warde (2008). One major difference between

relationship between children raised in absent

this study and Warde’s study was the

father homes and their fathers. Another area

emergence of a fifth theme, respect for fathers.

that also needs to be explored in future

Although the participants desired a closer rela-

research with Black males is the influence the

tionship with their fathers and they felt like

mother’s level of education has on the desire

they missed out on an important part of being

for Black males to attend college. Future

a man, they exhibited respect for their fathers.

studies focusing on the different life experi-

This study extended to a younger age group

ences of those who have positive views of their

than that in Warde’s 2008 study. Similar

life experiences and those who view them-

themes continue to emerge with different age

selves as victims of their life experiences are

groups. The newly identified theme, the respect

also needed. Resiliency was key to the success

these men had for their fathers, adds to this

of those who participated in this study, like

growing body of literature.

those who participated in Warde’s study

Having a male role model or mentor was

(2008). The participants displayed their

important to each participant in the study.

resilience by overcoming adversity and being

They spoke of uncles, step fathers, pastors,

able to set goals as well as accomplish them.

and mentors who helped teach them about

According to Greene, Galambos, and Lee

manhood. Warde (2008) and Frieman and

(2003), internal factors such as temperament,

Berkeley (2002) identified the importance for

attitude, and community welfare contributed

young boys to have male figures and mentors

to resilience, and supplementing the informa-

in their lives. Zimmerman, Bingenheimer, and

tion obtained in this study with examination

Notaro (2002) noted urban youth with

of resilience, mentorship, and community

mentors are less likely to partake in delinquent

programs could help determine needed policy

behavior and had more positive attitudes

changes for educators and government

towards education. Future research focusing

programs.

on the impact of mentor programs with Black

This study provides insight into the expe-

males raised in absent father homes could

riences of Black collegiate males who grew up

help increase the allocation of resources for

in absent father homes. Though the partici-

youth programs designed to assist this

pants in this study faced hardships and

population.

difficult times growing up, they were resilient

37

JOURNAL OF PROFESSIONAL COUNSELING: PRACTICE, THEORY, AND RESEARCH VOL. 39, NO. 2, SUMMER/FALL 2012

THE LIVED EXPERIENCE OF BLACK

and are in the process of obtaining the
American dream by achieving a collegiate
education. The results of this study can serve
as a starting point for counselors working
with adolescent Black males to discuss the
impact and needs of those who grew up in
absent father homes and the importance of
obtaining higher education. Future research
focusing on the emotional, social, and educational needs of males being raised in absent
father homes will also assist counselors and
educators working with men from absent
father homes.
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The Effect of Ethnicity on Multicultural Competence
Nathaniel N. Ivers
The University of Texas at San Antonio

he contribution of ethnicity to counseling students’ multicultural counseling

T

competence (MCC) was revisited and expanded upon by examining differences among and between European American, African American, and Latino

counseling students. Results revealed that Latino counseling students self-reported
higher multicultural counseling competence than African American and European
American counseling students. No difference in multicultural counseling competence
was revealed between African American and European American counseling students.
Implications for future research and multicultural training are discussed.
Keywords: multicultural counseling competence, ethnicity, diversity
The United States continues to become increasingly diverse. The latest U.S. Census Bureau
(2010) data revealed a 9.7% increase in the overall U.S. population between 2000 and 2010.
The majority of this growth has come from people who self-identify as a race other than White
and from those who describe their ethnicity as Hispanic or Latino (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).
These demographic shifts in the United States underscore the importance of effective multicultural counseling training. An important ingredient in the development of effective multicultural
counseling training is an understanding of factors that influence counselors’ multicultural
competence.
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In 1982, Sue et al. called for helping pro-

encompass counselors’ values associated with

fessions to focus more specifically on cross-

different cultural groups, their ability to

cultural, or multicultural, factors that influence

recognize and hold in check stereotypes of

counseling and counseling relationships. The

different culture groups, a celebration of

authors also proposed a framework for under-

diversity, and an awareness of how their biases

standing multicultural counseling competence

and negative attitudes can adversely influence

(MCC) called the tripartite model. In the tri-

counseling relationships. The skills dimension

partite model, MCC is conceptualized in terms

includes counselors’ ability to interact appro-

of counselors’ multicultural knowledge, beliefs

priately and effectively with diverse clients as

and attitudes (self-awareness), and skills. Since

well as their ability to work to make systems

1982, the model has been expanded (Sue,

and institutions more culturally sensitive.

Arredondo, & McDavis, 1992; Sue et al.,

The tripartite model has received

1998) and operationalized (Arredondo et al.,

empirical

1996). Nevertheless, the main dimensions of

McNett, & Moreno, 2007; Ponterotto,

the

Fuertes, & Chen, 2000). The majority of these

model–knowledge,

awareness,

and

support

(Worthington,

Soth-

empirical studies have used MCC self-report

skills–have remained.
In the 1992 model, Sue, Arredondo, and

instruments to measure participants’ self-

McDavis listed a total of 31 competencies

perceived MCCs (Ponterotto, 2000; see Hays,

counselors should possess to work effectively

2008 for a review of these instruments). Using

with diverse clients. The authors developed a

this method, researchers have discovered that

3 x 3 (characteristics [awareness of personal

MCC is influenced by many factors including,

assumptions, values, and biases; understanding

for example, multicultural training, racial

of worldview of culturally different clients;

identity

development of appropriate intervention

empathy, emotional intelligence, race, and

strategies] x dimensions [knowledge, beliefs

ethnicity (Constantine, 2002; Constantine &

and attitudes, and skills]) matrix to clarify

Gainor, 2001; Ladany, Inman, Constantine, &

elements they consider essential to multicultur-

Hofheinz, 1997; Ponterotto et al., 2000).

development,

racial

attitudes,

al competence. Multicultural knowledge

A number of researchers utilizing MCC

includes counselors’ understanding of their

self-report instruments have found that

own worldview, knowledge of cultural groups

minority counseling participants rate them-

with whom the counselor works, and recogni-

selves higher on their MCCs than do their

tion of sociopolitical factors that impact

European American counterparts (i.e., Pope-

diverse clients’ lives.

Davis, Reynolds, Dings, & Nielson, 1995;
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Sodowsky, Kuo-Jackson, Richardson, &

the counseling profession’s increased emphasis

Corey, 1998; Sodowsky, Taffe, Gutkin, &

on multicultural counseling training in recent

Wise, 1994). In addition, Constantine (2001),

years (Dickson & Jepsen, 2007). Furthermore,

using MCC observer-ratings completed by

these studies either neglected to analyze differ-

advanced Ph.D.-level psychology students,

ences in MCCs between minority groups (e.g.,

reported that African American and Latino

African Americans vs. Latinos) or did not

students had higher MCC observer ratings

address, explain, or discuss differences. The

than did European American students.

current study compared the self-perceived

Constantine (2001) explained these results in

MCCs of African American, Latino, and

terms of cross-cultural exposure, stating that

European American counseling students, using

the “potential salience of racial and ethnic

the following research questions as a guide:

issues in their lives, especially as members of

Are there differences between European

numerical minority groups” (p. 460) likely

American counseling students and minority

enhanced ethnic minority counseling students’

counseling students (e.g., African Americans,

effectiveness in working with diverse clients.

Latinos) concerning self-perceived MCCs?

Sodowsky et al. (1998) also concluded that

Are there differences between minority

racial and ethnic minority students’ recurrent

subgroups, including differences between

exposure to a different culture (American

African American and Latino counseling

majority culture) enhanced their MCCs.

students, concerning self-perceived MCCs?

Results of the study revealed that Asian

Based on the literature review, the author

American, African American, and Latino

hypothesized that there would be differences

counseling students self-rated their MCCs

between European American counseling

higher than did their European American

students and minority counseling students

counterparts.

regarding their self-perceived MCCs, with

These studies have shed light on differ-

minority counseling students scoring higher

ences between European American counseling

than European American counseling students.

students and minority counseling students con-

The second hypothesis was that no difference

cerning self-perceived and observed MCCs.

would be found between minority groups con-

However, these studies are dated and,

cerning their self-perceived MCCs.

therefore, limited in their generalizability to
current counselors. This is especially apparent
considering recent demographic shifts in the
United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010) and
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Method

left comparisons between African American,

Data for this study were collected as a

Latino, and European American counseling

post hoc analysis of a larger study examining

students (n = 132). Of the remaining sample,

the effect of increased death awareness and the

the majority of participants were master’s-level

moderating effect of self-esteem on counseling

counseling students (91.6%; n = 121), females

students’ self-perceived MCCs. Participants

(81.1%; n = 107), Christian (e.g., Protestant,

were volunteers recruited through master’s-

Catholic, Evangelical; 60.6%; n = 80), and het-

level counseling classes in which a recruitment

erosexual (93.9%; n = 124). Ages of partici-

script was read and four instruments were

pants ranged from 22 to 53 years.

administered. Particular attention was placed

majority of participants reported having

on acquiring an equitable sample of racially

completed a multicultural course (70.5%;

diverse participants by recruiting from a

n = 93), 15.6% (n = 22) reported being

Historically Black University (HBU) and two

currently enrolled in a multicultural course,

Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs).

and 13.9% (n = 17) reported they had not yet

The

enrolled in a multicultural course. Counselor
Participants

training among participants ranged from zero

Participants in the larger study were 141

semesters completed to more than four

master’s and doctoral counseling students (128

semesters completed, with a mode of “more

master’s, 13 doctoral) currently enrolled in

than four semesters” (44.7%).

seven counseling programs located in the
southeast and southwest regions of the United

Instruments

States. More than fifty-five percent (55.3%) of

Four instruments were used in the larger

the participants identified as European

study. However, for purposes of this article,

American (n = 78), 24.8% identified as African

two instruments, a brief demographic ques-

American (n = 35), 13.5% identified as

tionnaire and the Multicultural Counseling

Hispanic/Latino/Latina (n = 19), 2.1% identi-

Inventory (MCI; Sodowsky et al., 1994), were

fied as Asian or Pacific Islander (n = 3), 1.4%

examined. Descriptions of these are given

identified as Bi/multiracial (n = 2), and 2.8%

below.

identified as Other (n = 4). Due to the low

Demographic questionnaire. A demo-

number of Bi/multiracial, Asian or Pacific

graphic questionnaire was administered to

Islander, and Other subgroups in this sample,

participants to obtain the following informa-

participants from these subgroups were

tion: ethnicity, age, religious affiliation, sexual

excluded from the analyses in this study. This

orientation, level of graduate education (i.e.,

43
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master’s, doctoral), years of counseling

as follows: Skills, .76; Awareness, .73;

training, and previous multicultural training.

Relationship, .64; and Knowledge .70. Hays

Multicultural Counseling Inventory. The

(2008) stated that the MCI has good criterion-

MCI (Sodowsky, et al., 1994) was developed

related validity based on previous research

to operationalize the commonly accepted con-

(Sodowsky et al., 1998) in which counselors

structs of multicultural counseling competence

with more than 50% diverse clientele scored

(i.e., knowledge, awareness, skills) as defined

higher on the MCI than did counselors with

by Sue et al. (1992, 1998), and to uncover

less than 50% diverse clientele.

other potential dimensions of MCC. The MCI
is a 40-item instrument that is scored on a 4-

Data Analysis

point Likert scale ranging from 1 (very inaccu-

Descriptive statistics, an analysis of

rate) to 4 (very accurate). Scores are sums of

missing data, and Cronbach’s alpha were

item responses.

Higher scores represent

computed for the demographic questionnaire

greater multicultural counseling competence.

and the MCI. Statistical Package for the Social

The MCI provides a total score and scores on

Sciences 19.0 (SPSS; SPSS, Inc, 2010) was used

four subscales: Multicultural Counseling Skills,

to analyze data. A one-way analysis of

Multicultural

Multicultural

variance (one-way ANOVA) was computed to

Counseling Relationship, and Multicultural

determine whether differences existed among

Counseling Knowledge. In the current study,

African American, Latino, and European

the MCI was used to measure participants’

American counseling students concerning their

self-perceived MCCs. The total MCI score

self-perceived MCCs. After running one-way

and scores on each of the four subscales were

ANOVAs, a Bonferonni comparison was

examined.

computed to analyze between group differ-

Awareness,

The MCI has demonstrated good reliabil-

ences in self-reported MCCs.

ity and validity (Hays, 2008; Sodowsky et al.,
1994). Sodowsky et al. (1994) reported a

Results

Cronbach’s alpha of .86 for the MCI overall

Descriptive Statistics and Reliabilities

scale. In the current study, the alpha is .85.

Descriptive statistics, including ranges,

For the MCI subscales, Sodowsky et al. (1994)

means, standard deviations, and internal con-

reported the following Cronbach’s alphas:

sistencies, were run for the MCI and MCI

Skills, .81; Awareness, .80; Relationship, .67;

subscales. The range of scores for the MCI

and Knowledge, .80. In the current study,

were similar to those reported by Sodowsky et

Cronbach’s alphas for the subscale scores are

al. (1994); however, some range restriction
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occurred for the subscale scores. The current

students scoring higher than African American

scale and subscale means and standard devia-

and European American counseling students

tions also were similar to those reported by

on the MCI overall scale and each MCI

Sodowsky et al. (1994). However, the reliabil-

subscale (see Table 1).

ities in the current study were slightly lower for
the Skill (.76 vs. .81), Awareness (.73 vs. .80)

Hypothesis Testing

and Relationship (.64 vs. .67) subscales, and

A one-way ANOVA was run to test for

notably lower for the Knowledge subscale (.70

differences in MCI scale and subscale scores

vs. .80). Descriptive statistics for each ethnic

among

group were computed, with Latino counseling

American, and Latino counseling students (see

African

American,

European

Table 1
Racial and Ethnic Group Differences: Means, Standard Deviations, and Ranges
Dependent
Variable

MCI Overall

MCI Knowledge

MCI Skills

Ethnicity

45

Mean

SD

Range
Min. Max.

African American

35

121.52

11.63

99

147

European American

78

118.53

10.30

89

143

Latino

19

132.08

10.56

116

149

African American

35

34.04

3.40

28

41

European American

78

33.93

3.41

26

42

Latino

19

36.16

4.68

26

43

African American

35

34.21

4.03

27

43

European American

78

33.85

4.01

21

44

Latino

19

36.95

3.36

32

42

African American

35

24.33

3.28

18

29

MCI Relationship European American

MCI Awareness

N

78

23.69

2.97

16

30

Latino

19

26.74

3.00

19

31

African American

35

28.94

4.70

16

38

European American

78

27.07

4.40

17

40

Latino

19

32.24

4.44

26

39.5
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Table 2). Significant differences with small

ing students scored statistically significantly

effect sizes were found for the MCI Overall

higher than did African American and

Scale F (2, 129) = 12.26, p < .01, ηp 2 = .16

European American counseling students

and three of the MCI subscales, including

(p = .002 and p < .001, respectively). No dif-

Skills F (2, 129) = 4.80, p = .01, ηp = .06,

ference between African American and

Awareness F (2, 129) = 10.61, p < .01,

European American counseling students was

ηp 2 = .14, and Relationship F (2, 129) = 7.62,

revealed. Concerning the MCI subscales, no

p < .01, ηp 2 = .10. No statistically significant

differences between groups on the Knowledge

difference was found for the Knowledge

subscale were revealed. For the Awareness,

subscale F (2, 129) = 3.01, p = .05, ηp = .04.

Relationship, and Skills subscales, differences

To test specific between-group differences,

between Latino counseling students and the

a Bonferonni comparison was run (see Table

other two groups were revealed, with Latino

3). For the MCI Overall scale, Latino counsel-

counseling students scoring higher than

2

2

Table 2
One-Way ANOVA Results

MCI Overall

MCI Knowledge

MCI Skills

Between

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

2808.131

2

1404.066

12.255

.000 **

114.567
3.010

.053

4.792

.010 **

7.617

.001 **

10.615

.000 **

Within

14779.148

129

Total

17587.279

131

Between

78.555

2

39.277

Within

1683.074

129

13.047

Total

1761.629

131

Between

148.292

2

74.146
15.471

Within

1995.810

129

Total

2144.102

131

MCI Relationship Between
Within
MCI Awareness

Sum of
Squares

142.267

2

71.134

1204.710

129

9.339

Total

1346.977

131

Between

427.762

2

213.881
20.149

Within

2599.243

129

Total

3027.004

131

** p < .01
* p < .05
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Table 3
Bonferonni Comparison between Racial / Ethnic Groups: Mean Differences and (Significance)
Dependent

Ethnicity

European American

Latina/o

African American

2.99 (.515)

10.56 (.002 **)

Variable
MCI Overall

European American
MCI Knowledge

13.55 (.000 **)

African American

0.11 (1.00)

European American
MCI Skills

2.23 (.052)

African American

0.36 (1.00)

European American
MCI Awareness

2.74 (.048 *)
3.10 (.008 **)

African American

1.88 (.126)

European American
MCI Relationship

2.11 (.126)

3.30 (.033 *)
5.17 (.000 **)

African American

0.64 (.910)

European American

2.41 (.020 *)
3.05 (.000 **)

** p < .01
* p < .05
European American and African American

regarding self-reported MCCs. Due to low

counseling students. Results did not indicate

sample sizes, those who identified as Asian or

significant differences between African

Pacific Islanders, Bi/Multicultural, or Other

American and European American counseling

were excluded from analyses. Exclusion of

students on the MCI overall scale or subscales.

these participants may have lowered the power
of the analyses slightly and reduced variance.

Discussion

Inclusion of these groups, sample sizes permit-

This study, as part of a larger study,

ting, may have resulted in additional between-

revisited the contribution of ethnicity to coun-

group differences. Care should be taken in

seling students’ self-perceived MCCs.

interpretation of results, as effect sizes were

It

expanded the counseling knowledge base by

small.

examining differences between ethnic minority

Results revealed partial support of

groups (i.e., African Americans, Latinos)

hypothesis 1, indicating that African American

47
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and Latino counseling students self-rated their

with self-report instruments and range restric-

MCCs higher than their European American

tions of the MCI scale and subscales influenced

counterparts.

Latino counseling students

the results. It also may be possible that African

scored higher than did their European

American counseling students enrolled at

American counterparts on the MCI Overall

HBUs, who represent the majority of this

scale

sample, do not experience the same degree of

and

on

the

MCI

Awareness,
These

daily exposure to cross-cultural interactions as

results support, to some extent, previous

do African American counseling student par-

studies that compared ethnic majority and

ticipants in previous studies. Further research

ethnic minority counseling students’ MCCs

that examines the relationship between

(Constantine, 2001; Sodowsky et al., 1998).

ethnicity and MCCs may shed light on the dif-

Similar to the conclusions of previous studies,

ferences in self-perceived MCCs between

these results may be explained by cross-

African American and European American

cultural exposure.

counseling students.

Relationship, and Skills subscales.

Based on their ethnic

Additionally, further

minority status, many Latino counseling

quantitative and qualitative research analyzing

students likely experience more cross-cultural

the influence of cross-cultural exposure and

interactions than do their European American

interactions on MCCs would be beneficial to

counterparts. This daily exposure to and inter-

the counseling profession’s multicultural

action with a different culture, the U.S.

training knowledge base.

majority culture, may accelerate Latino

With the exception of the MCI

students’ multicultural counseling competency

Knowledge subscale scores, hypothesis 2 was

development.

As Sue et al. (1992, 1998)

not supported. Hypothesis 2 stated that no

pointed out, exposure to different cultures

difference would be found between minority

leads to greater multicultural counseling com-

groups concerning self-perceived MCCs. On

petence.

the MCI Overall scale and on the Skills,

Conversely, in the current study, although

Awareness, and Relationship subscales, differ-

African American counseling students self-

ences between African American and Latino

rated their MCCs, on average, higher than did

counseling students were indicated, with

European American students, the differences

Latino counseling students scoring higher than

were not found to be statistically significant.

African American counseling students. This

This finding is somewhat surprising consider-

result is somewhat surprising because both

ing the results and conclusions of previous

Latinos and African Americans belong to

studies. It may be that limitations associated

numerical minority groups and, therefore, are
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exposed to many cross-cultural interactions on

for in this study. Future studies examining

a daily basis.

ethnic differences and MCCs as well as

However, on average, Latinos and

assessing for variables such as cultural identity,

African Americans living in the United States

acculturation level, religious identity, SES, and

may experience different degrees of cross-

immigrant status would expand current under-

cultural exposure and interactions.

standing of MCCs.

For

example, depending on a variety of factors

Another possible explanation for differ-

(e.g., immigration status, acculturation level,

ences in self-perceived MCCs between Latino

class, education, religion), Latinos living in the

and African American counseling students is

United States may identify with not only a

that exposure to a second language may posi-

different subculture, but also an altogether

tively influence Latino students’ self-perceived

different culture than the U.S. majority culture.

MCCs. Along with exposure to multicultural

This may include very different cultural insti-

interactions, a large percentage of Latinos

tutions, identities (e.g., language, pastimes,

(76%) residing in the United States are

national identity), and overt and covert norms.

exposed to bilingual contexts such as Spanish

The Pew Hispanic Center (2009) reported that

at home and English at school (American

many U.S.-born Latinos between the ages of

Community Survey, 2009; Santiago-Riviera &

16 and 25 navigate two different cultures, the

Altarriba, 2002). Bilingual experiences can

culture of their parents’ or grandparents’

transform and enhance people’s worldview

homeland and American culture. In contrast,

(Pavlenko, 2005) which, in turn, may influence

African Americans, although belonging to a

their efficaciousness in working with diverse

very different subculture than the majority

clients.

culture in the United States, may share many of
the same cultural institutions and identities as

Implications and Limitations

the majority culture (e.g., language, pastimes,

The results of this study provide some

national identity). Conceivably, the degree of

additional support for the influence of

difference between cultures with which people

ethnicity on MCC and offer promising

interact can influence their self-perceived mul-

avenues for future research. Of particular need

ticultural competence. However, this explana-

is a study that explores the mediating effect of

tion of results is merely a postulation because

cross-cultural exposure on ethnicity and MCC

acculturation level, immigrant status, and

development.

other variables that would lend support to this

clarify the role of ethnicity in MCC develop-

explanation were not measured and controlled

ment as well as provide further support for

49
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cultural immersion experiences in multicultural

Some mental health programs already are

training curricula. Additionally, research that

incorporating language immersion programs

compares and contrasts the effectiveness of

into their curriculum (e.g., Our Lady of the

different types of cultural immersion experi-

Lake University; see Biever et al., 2002). These

ences (e.g., attending cultural events, interview-

programs can help counselors develop

ing culturally diverse individuals, studying

language skills that may facilitate the provision

abroad) could inform multicultural training and

of counseling services to an underserved popu-

enhance counselors’ MCC.

lation (e.g., Latino, Spanish-speaking popula-

The results of this study also indicate a

tions). Moreover, these immersion projects

need for future studies that analyze the influence

and language programs may indirectly help

of second language exposure and acquisition on

counselors improve their overall multicultural

counselors’ MCC development. According to

counseling competence.

the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (Sapir, 1921;

examining the influence of second language

Whorf, 1956) and the neo-Whorfians

exposure and acquisition is needed.

Future research

(Pavlenko, 2005), language influences the way

As with other studies, this study has its

in which people think and behave. For instance,

limitations. First, participants were recruited

in many Latino cultures, fatalismo, the belief

using convenience sampling, which limits the

that life is wholly determined, is found in many

external validity of the results. Second, the

Spanish-language phrases and colloquialisms.

MCI is a self-report instrument and therefore is

Se me rompió la ventana (the window broke

susceptible to social desirability effects.

itself to me) and si Dios quiere (if God wills it to

Additionally, tentative conclusions extrapolat-

be) are examples of fatalismo in everyday

ed from the results should be interpreted with

Spanish language. The tacit assumption under-

caution considering cultural identity, exposure

lying both of these examples is that things occur

to diverse cultures, and bi/multilingualism

outside of one’s control, either by chance or

were not measured. Future studies should

through God’s will. If elements of the Sapir-

examine differences between and within

Whorf hypothesis are accurate, and language

minority groups to further illuminate factors

use has a significant influence on people’s

that contribute to MCC development.

worldview, it may be possible that sustained

Another potential limitation is that the

interaction with different languages fosters

four subscales had lower internal consistencies

cognitive complexity and dialectical thinking

than the norm samples. This may be due to

(Bialystok, 2005). This, in turn, may cultivate

the fact that data were gathered from a hetero-

greater multicultural counseling competence.

geneous sample of participants spanning seven
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counselor education programs across the

ing profession and multicultural researchers

Southeast and Southwest regions of the United

continue their efforts to unearth additional

States.

The internal consistency of the

factors, such as second language learning and

Knowledge subscale was particularly lower

cross-cultural immersion experiences, that may

than other studies (.70 vs. .80). It is possible

influence counselors effectiveness in working

that different emphases on multiculturalism

with diverse clients.

among the seven counseling programs may
have contributed to lower reliability. Also,
although the majority of participants had
completed a multicultural course prior to participating in this study, some students were
currently enrolled in a course and others had
not yet taken one. This likely contributed to
multicultural knowledge differences and lower
reliability for the MC Knowledge subscale.

Conclusion
This study examined the effect of ethnicity
on counseling students’ self-perceived multicultural counseling competence. Results revealed
that Latino counseling students scored higher
than African American counseling students
and European American counseling students
on the MCI scale and three of the MCI
subscales.

Further research examining the

relationship between second language learning
and multicultural competence is needed.
Moreover, additional research is needed that
examines between and within group differences related to MCC development. With
respect to the accelerated increase in ethnic
diversity in the United States (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2010), it is requisite that the counsel-
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